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For over a year, 559 Brazilian congresspersons have been engaged in a contentious process of
drafting a new Constitution to replace the existing magna carta drawn up by the military regime
in 1967. Both houses of the National Assembly, the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate, comprise
the Constitutional Assembly. The country's poor majority, labor groups, black and women's groups
have longstanding grievances. Only 5% of the Assembly members are women. While at least half
of all Brazilians are black or of mixed race, there are only seven black Assembly members, of whom
only four identify with black causes. Surveys indicate that nearly 40% of the legislators obtain
most of their income from investments or property. Of these, half are large landowners. Tens of
thousands of Brazilians have converged on Brasilia to lobby, demonstrate and plead. Examples
of the innumerable groups appearing outside and inside the congressional buildings are Indians
from the Amazon region, farmers, retired persons, environmentalists (members of the Green
Front), bank employees, university students, and unionized labor. Originally, the target date for
completing the new constitution was November 1987. Since the original and successive deadlines
have come and gone, many Brazilians began to perceive the Assembly as an obstacle to democratic
government. The seemingly endless wheeling and dealing have nearly paralyzed normal governing
activities. Much of the delay can be attributed to the sheer scope of the draft, which now includes
321 articles, often replete with details that in other countries would be developed under the auspices
of implementation. Lawyer and political counsel Celso Gaiger explained the detail contained in
the articles as follows: "People don't have faith in the law." He said that the executive and the vast
bureaucracy can change the laws with simple administrative rules: "So every group wants as many
rights as possible embedded in the constitution." The press has duly recorded the Assembly's often
chaotic proceedings, exemplified by reports of gun-toting congresspersons, fist fights on the floor,
and ringing charges of corruption. [An alert photographer took pictures of four congresspersons
as they had one hand on their own voting button and the other hand on the button of an absent
neighbor. The four "piano players" were reprimanded and the electronic system has been charged.
A single vote now requires both hands at once.] The vote on final amendments is now under way.
Some articles that have caused considerable dispute are likely to stay, such as the rejection of both
the death penalty and the legalization of abortion. The final outcome on other disputed articles,
however, is difficult to predict. Examples are several pertaining to labor rights, including fourmonth pregnancy leaves for women employees in private companies, and daycare in the workplace
for children up to six years; lowering the voting age from 18 to 16; and, a longstanding clause that
permits the armed forces "to defend law and order," thereby legitimating a coup. (Basic data from
New York Times, 08/04/88)
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